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In statements to an opposition newspaper LA PRENSA on June 7, 8 and 9, former Panamanian
chief of general staff Col. Roberto Diaz Herrera accused armed forces chief Gen. Manuel Antonio
Noriega, of involvement in electoral fraud and the ouster of President Nicolas Ardito Barletta in
1985. Diaz, who was apparently forcibly retired on June 1, was also quoted as saying that Noriega
was involved in the death of government critic Hugo Spadafora in September 1985, and in the death
of Panamanian leader Gen. Omar Torrijos Herrera. Noriega, said Diaz, "organized" the September
1985 assassination of Spadafora, a former health minister who organized a guerrilla brigade which
first fought in Nicaragua against the late Anastasio Somoza and later against the Sandinistas.
Winston Spadafora, brother of Hugo, whose beheaded body was dumped over the border in Costa
Rica, also met with Diaz on June 8. "He confirmed everything we have said," asserted Spadafora,
whose family had earlier accused the military of being behind the killing. Diaz, a cousin and close
associate of the former president, said the Gen. Torrijos' death in a July 1981 plane accident had
been planned. Diaz said a top aide of Noriega, who was chief of military intelligence at the time,
was directly involved. The aide reportedly planted a small bomb on the plane under Noriega's
orders. Later, said Diaz, Noriega "sent a message" to Vice President George Bush about Torrijos'
death. Noriega has denied charges that he had a role in the Spadafora killing and in stealing the
last presidential election, in 1984. He said that he would not "enter into polemics" because "the
current situation is the result of a conspiracy whose name is known." A military spokesman, Maj.
Eduardo Lopez, described Diaz as suffering from "a serious state of paranoia." Captains and majors
signed a statement expressing their loyalty to Noriega. In a June 8 interview with REUTERS, Diaz
said he wanted to bring to justice those responsible for illegal acts. "I have the responsibility and
I have already made confessions so that Noriega will go to jail." He said he had acted for Noriega
in rigging presidential elections in 1984, which were won by Barletta. "I can give all the details of
the fraud because it took place in my own home." The 1984 elections were widely believed to have
been fraudulent. Nicolas Ardito Barletta briefly became president, until Noriega dethroned him
less than a year later. Diaz said he also acted for Noriega in persuading Barletta to step down later,
after the president fell from favor with the military. Barletta said at the time of his resignation that
the alternative could have been a coup. The retired chief of staff said that Noriega had tried to bribe
him to keep quiet, and he expressed fears for the safety of himself and his family. Leader of the
opposition Christian Democratic Party, Ricardo Arias Calderon, said Diaz's allegations exposed the
true nature of the government. Romulo Escobar Bethancourt, leader of the ruling Revolutionary
Democratic Party (PRD), denounced the accusations as part of a conspiracy by certain domestic
groups and US conservatives to install reactionaries in power. Diaz's statements were referred
to as "infamous treason." On Tuesday, Panama City witnessed violent street demonstrations in
reaction to Diaz's disclosures. About 2,000 rock-throwing demonstrators calling for the resignation
of President Eric Arturo del Valle and changes in the military command clashed repeatedly on the
capital's main avenues with riot police, known as the Dobermans, armed with clubs and shields.
Some protesters were beaten severely, and police fired tear gas to disperse the crowds. "We've
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been using the word crisis in this country for years. But this has brought on a more severe state of
tension," said Archbishop Marcos McGrath, the leader of the Roman Catholic Church in Panama.
A Catholic Church communique called for an independent commission to investigate the charges.
Among other admissions by Diaz that did not involve Noriega concerned Torrijos' receipt of a $12
million donation from the late shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlevi, who lived in Panama in exile.
Next, Diaz said he made enough money to build his own mansion and purchase two others with
money he made illegally selling Panamanian visas to Cubans wishing to come through Panama
en route to exile in the United States. Diaz first appeared in the press on Saturday, criticizing a
comment by Noriega in Guatemala that he planned to remain as commander general for at least
another five years. He assumed the post in 1983. On Sunday, the opposition daily LA PRENSA
carried part of a rambling interview with Diaz that began with an announcement that the colonel
wished to "get closer to the Lord." In a statement, the US Embassy noted the "tremendous impact"
of Diaz's statements and added: "The United States strongly supports the efforts of Panamanians
to get all the facts out in the open in a manner that is fair to all. Panamanians can only resolve the
situation on the basis of the truth." Since Sunday, Diaz has holed up in his elegant mansion on the
Altos del Golf neighborhood, surrounded by guards armed with automatic weapons and molotov
cocktails. (Basic data from REUTERS, 06/08/87; WASHINGTON POST, 06/10/87; PRENSA LATINA,
06/09/87; AGENCE FRANCE PRESSE, 06/09/87)
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